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ABSTEACT 

The foreign student in an American university must be 
able to coniAunicate in English, orally and in uriting, veil enough to 
do college*level academic nork* THe college or university nhich 
admits foreign students has the responsibility either to require a 
certain level of English proficiency or to provide the means for the 
student to get the special training in English nhich he needs to 
survive and succeed in school* The sentence and the paragraph are 
basic to teaching composition, to both foreign students and natiye 
speakers. Two sample compositions from international students 
enrolled in a freshman composition course^ reveal similarities and 
differences between the two groups and show some of the special needs 
of international students in these two basic areas* Grammatical and 
stylistic problems revealed in the two compositions are discussed in 
detail. (Author/CFM) 
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' Workshop: What's REAUX Basic about Teaching 
Composition to Foreign Students? 

Ihe foreign student in an American university must be able to coa* 
municate in English— orally and in writing—wsll enough to do college* 
level academic work, Ihis is true equally for the freshman and for th 
graduate student* (The need may be less pressing^ admittedly^ for the 
art> music, science, computer, or math student than for the literature, 
education, sociology or psychology majorO If ^ college or university 
admits foreign students, it has a responsibility either to require (and 
enforce) a certain level of English proficiency or to provide the means * 
for the studeut to get the special training in English which he needs to 
'survive"and> succeed — in school. Most schools rely on the English, Com- 
munications, or Humanities divisions to teach English to foreign students 
if special classes are provided. Even if no special class is offered, 
the undergrad'^aate student may still be required to complete the composi* 
tioa requirements for graduation just, like other students; or he may be 
directed toward an English composition class by His major advisor, the 
foreign student advisor, or another professor* Whatever we may consider 
ideal, we must Work with the reality* a classful of foreign students more 
or less eager to be taught to write in English, or one or two internationals 
in a composition class full of American students* What is really basic, any* 
v:ay, about teaching them composition? 

Xhe foreign students in an English composicicm class have some needs 
that are different from and some needs that are the same as native spsiikers 
of English, For both, the sentence and the paragraph are basic* A. look at 
two sample compositions from International students enrolled in a freshman 
composition course should help bring to light the similarities and difference 
bet\/een the two groups and show some of the special needs of international 
students in these two basic areas* 



PAPER I 



1 Merchant work long bard hours as much a$ 12 hours a day 7 da/ 

2 a veek* He Is probably the oiost overworked and underpaid person^ 

3 usually his pay is much less than everybody else* 

4 The soall joerchant does not have a paid vacation and free 

5 Insurance of any kind* Sometimes he actually loses laoney by being 

6 on the job* 

7 ^e a laerchant closes his place of business at the end of a 

8 long day it does not mean he through* He still has to talce care 

9 of his never ending dallly bookwork^ counting^ balancing^ ordering^ 

10 paying, bills etc* 

11 Whe he does finally get to bed he may start wocxying about 

12 another day* 

13 He has a problem with thieves and shoplifters it happens at 

14 least once a year* Shoplifters is also a big problem as prices go 

15 higfher it gets worse* Qae person can *'rip off" half a days profit 

16 in 5 minutes* 

17 The small merchant is blamed for higher prices* People said 
IS that they saw the same sugar on the shelf for only 59$ last week 
19 in nov is $2*49* 
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fAPER II 

1 In aiiy^eekend it happen to me so many tliigs that I do not know 

2 vhich'one should I discribe* The interesting thing that I tried to 

3 do it, but I couldn't V23 oy laundry done. So I took all My dirty 

4 cloths to the laundry l!here vas so crotided I couldn^t find any empty 

5 machine So I decieded to do it the other day* 

6 The other day that was Saturday I forgot to do lay laundry,- 

7 because I was so busy to help my friend having a goodhy party in 

8 Saturday ni^t* 

9 On- Sunday I tried again to get 07 laundry done I checked the 

10 lauiidry it vas "^o many People and all the machines were occupied and 

11 vhen.I got back home from laundry I had a phone call that was invitation 

12 to Honett (a city in Missouri) for my friend ^s goodby party, Ihen X 

13 decieded not to do my laundi,7 on veakend and still I havenot dona tay 

14 laundry yet, and I am going to it tomorrow* 
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Sentences Are Basic 

In Paper I there are only four sentence errors^ although much of 
the paper fdoes not "sound** right; in fact» It does not read ccdierently 
at all* Linaa 2*3 contain & cosoma splice (a comma connecting two cota-^ 
plete sentences). On a positive side it can be said that the student at 
least felt that there was a break in thought there; he simply used the 
XTTons punctuation* (!?ote that he uses commas in only one other structure 
in the re£»t of the paper^'for nouns in a series In lines 9-^10*} However^ 
he neglects to feel a break in lines 13-15 when he vrites two sets of 
fused Sentences* 

To teach the student to correct these three errors, I would haS/e 
him jnark the subjects and verbs in his^ sentences^ particularly the sen* 
tences in lines 2-3 and 13-15* Ihen I would review with him the concepts 
of coordination and subordination and the use of coordinating and sub-^ 
ordinating conjunctions* If these concepts were new to tiirn^ I'd have 
him practice by combining simple sentences with the conjunctions. He 
apparently senses the idea of subordination » for he uses the conjunction 
when in lines 7 and 11* After a review he should recognise the conjunc- 
tion as in line 14* Then I would review the use of commas and periods 
with sentence structuret commas come before a coordinating conjunction 
connecting two independent or complete sentences and after an lutroduc"' 
tory Subordinate clause but never between two independent sentences not 
connected by a coordinating conjunction (lines 2-3)* A period is used 
instead* 

The final sentence structure problem lies in the last sentence^ 
particularly in the ph£iase **in now is $2*49*" Sometimes a teacher needs 
to guess at meanlng;s^ln order to suggest changes* I guess that he means 
"and now it is $2,49" sitaply because Spanish -speaking students, including 



the writer of the sssay, frequently omit the subject before the verb; 
another possible guess is "it now is $2»49*" If I chose the first 
guess, I would review with the student the fact that English verbs 
always use stibjects even when the verb is obviously shows a third 
person singular subject* If I selected the second guess, I would treat 
the resultant fused sentence as I did the ones inclines 13-15* 

There ara obviously other errors in this essay that need to be 
pointed out to the writer* The Qost serious granaaatlcal problems are 
subject-verb agreement in lines 1 and 14 and omission of a verb in line 
8* Any standard basic English as a Second Language gracmar text contains 
explanations and drills for such ^^roblems* 

The second essay about the difficulties of doing the laundry seems 
almost impossible on a first reading* Ifhere to begin vlth this essay? 
Certainly the writer needs a lot of work in grammar and idiooatic ex^ 
pression^ but what about his sentence structure? His basic problem with 
sentences is his difficulty in connecting them together* He has written 
lines 9^14 as one hugs sentence that uses only a few of the normal English 
connectorS"* *and j Tjhen , then * His favorite connector seeos tojbe a|^j so 
I would start working with him there* I would have him ^reak up Hobs 
9*14 into a series of simple sentences without any connectors* 

1^ On Sunday I tried again to get my laundry done* 

2* I checked the laundry* 

3* It was so many People* 

4* kll the joachines were occupied* 

5* I got back home front laundry* 

6* I had a phone call* 

7* That was invitation to Monett for my friend's goodby prrty* 
8* I dccieded not to do my laundry on weekend* 
9* Still I havenot done my laundry yet* 
10* I am going to it tomorrot^* 7 



Hien I*d reviev the Concept of coordination with him, and have him prac- 
tice using the coordinating conjunctions and , but, or , nor, for , so and yet *. 
He is then ready to use coordinating conjunctions wherever he can between 
his separated sentences. Some possibilities include: 

1, CcHabine Z, 3, 4^ to read *'I checked the lanndry but It was so many 

People and all the otacbines were occupied." 
2- Combine 7, 8 to read "Hiat was invitation to Monett for mjr friend^a 

goodby party 30 I decleded not to do iny laundry on weekend*" 
3. Combine 9 and 10 to read "Still I' havenot done toy laundry yet but 
X am going to It tomorrou." She student may notice the use of 
yet -at the end of sentence 9- Yet here means still and merely 
repeats' the idea expressed in the first word of the sentence- 
As he is rewriting his sentences, I would begin to suggest other small 
changes to moke his sentences sound more "correct"; "there were too many 
people," '*was an Invitation to Monett," "on the weekend," "I am going to 
do it tomorrow," 

m 

Ihe next step would be to review the concept of subordination and 
the use of subordinating conjunctions and relative pronouns. After he 
does some dirllls, he could begin to combine the sentences £rom his essay. 
Some possibilities he may see are; 

1, ' *When I got back home from jdie laundry, I had a phone call,^' 
(a sentence he originally wrote In the essay) 

2. "I had a phone call which was an invitation to Honett for my 
friend's goodbye party." 

He could now rewrite his paragraph by using these sets o£ combined sentences. 
X would point out that not all sentences must be combined. A single simple 
sentence among combined ones adds variety. 

Once he has reworked the last paragraph, which seems to-be the most 
problecatic one on a first reading of the essay, he is now ready to apply 
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those concepts to other sentences in the paper* In paragraph one he 
can recognize the inappropriateness of ^ in line 3 and its appropri- 
ateness in line 5* He should recognise the inappropriateness of that 
in line 6 and the appropriateness of because in line 7* He now has a 
method for checking his own sentences to avoid rtmning all his ideas 
together and to show ineanlng relationships between them* 

Ihe essay coutains many other problems that make it sound "fucn/**' 
The writer certainly needs work on the use of the introductory it^^jmd 
there structures (lines 1, 4, 10), One way to teach him to use certain 
idioms and structures^ after an explanation of any grammatical reasons 
for the structures^ is to have the student^ as part of his revision^ 
vrite several sentences using the expressions correctly. In this paper 
the student migfht write sentences for * *on Saturday nigfht^" ^ 'another day" 
as a correction for "th. other day," "going to do it tomorrow," and 
"busy helping my friend have a goodbjre party*" i^ie latter' construction 
could wait nntil a study of infinitive and gerund phrases or until the 
student has mastered basic sentences* Sometimes it is best for the stu- 
dent not to correct everything at once. Probably the most useful and 
most important granmiatical structures for him to learn immediately a3re 
the it and there structures, the use of on with days and dates, and the 
expression another day * 
Paragraphing Is Basic 

Ttie most common organization problem for international students in- 
volves paragraphing. Many students don*t know the logic of an English 
paragraph, or even that it has a logic* The idea of developing one main 
idea sufficiently vith several sentences, particularly the movement from 
generalization to specific examples and detail, may not be a part of the 
student's native language. Furthermore^ he may not have the vocabulary 
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or structural sophistication to elaborate on an idea or to keep froa 
writing everything he'vants to say in one sentence, 

I suspect that some of these problems are reflected in Faper I. 
Ihe student has .sooB notion about relationships between sentences^ since 
all but one of the "paragraphs** have at. least tuo sentences. But n^e 
of them could be considered very, veil developed. Since he has used some 
details (lines 9, 15-16> 18-19} | ve assume that he knows how to support 
an idea but perhaps Just dldn*t know what else to say. 

To iinprove the paragraphing lu this paper^ I would follow three 
steps. Firsts I would help the student think of a sentence which would 
encosipass the idea of the entire paper — a topic or thesis sentence. In 
this case the topic of the assignment (which the student omitted) would 
serve veil: '^lerchants have a hard life." Or 'Merchants must work very 
bard to aake a living." 

Vhen the student is satisfied with a sentence that covers all the 
laalu ideas lu the paper^ I would have hid list the main ideas. The first 
emp^sis^ that merdiants have long hours^ includes the first four existing 
paragraphs. X would suggest that if all these paragraphs vere combined 
into one, the' student vould have a unified^ developed paragraph providing 
one support f'^r the topic sentence. The last two paragraphs bring up two 
more different topics i^hich also Illustrate the hard life merchants have. 
I would suggest that more examples in each paragraph^ and pei^aps a jus- 
tification for the high prices (if there is one) in the last paragraph, 
vould make these paragraphs sufficiently developed. A. concluding sentence, 
then, vould complete the idea begun in the topic sentence. The student 
would have a paper with a main idea and paragraphs with main ideas and 
supporting details. 

In the second paper, the student again obviously has an idea of 
separating paragraphs according to som^ order-^-in this case chronological. 
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His problem is more vlth sentences than with organization, althcHigh he 
could be encouraged to ntatoe the entire narrative into one paragraph vith 
a unifying topic sentence, or to make two paragraphs instead of three* 
The danger of encouraging the student to supply more details in paragraph 
2 is that he might write more about the party than about the laundry* Here, 
again, a topic sentence vould clarify the purpose: Is the main idea to tell 
all the events of the veekend> or to tell about the problems of getting the 
laundry done? The choice vould determine vhether this paper should be one 
paragraph or several* It vould also determine the kinds of details that 
should or should not be added* 

Neither of these papers presents many surprises in the vay of para^ 
graphing problems to the composition teacher* Lack of supporting detail, 
lack of understanding about vhere a nev paragraph should occur, lack of a 
unifying idea^^-all these are cofl&ton problems vlth native English-speaking 
American students* l!he teacher working vlth foreign students can use many 
of his customary techniques to handle these problems* 

A more difficult problem to deal vith is the paragraph in vhich ve 
can see no direction, no clear plan or organizing principle. It is pos-^ 
sible in such cases that the student is organizing the paragraph according 
to the logic of his native language, a logic inherent In that language, but 
unintelligible to us« He may be using repetitions, parallel structures, or 
digressions in; a vay that makes us think he Is off iVe subject or not con^ 
centrating on the main idea. Or he may be "circling" the subject, hinting 
at the main idea or presenting all the ramifications, without specifically^ 
naming the main topic. All of these may be rhetorical devices used to present 
arguments in various other cultures. Xn another language there may, be no su 
thing as generalizations supported by specific details. The teacher, then, 
must be sensitive to the possibility that the student does not know that &n 
English paragraph vorks differently fr&n a Persian or Korean one. 
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Xq this case, the teacher might present a sumfaar? or schems o£ vai*l* 
ous thou£^t patterns o£ other languages so the studeat knows he 1& not' 
doins something **wrong*' by writing the way he is accustomed. An excellent 
presentation of^these patterns is in Robert Kaplan's article, "Cultural 
Ihought Patterns in Inter-Cultural Education'* (Language Learning * Vol* 
XVI, Kos. 1*2, pp. 1*20), also reprinted in the Teacher's Manual for 
Robert Bander's Ap&rican Engli s h Rhetoric (Holt, Rinehart). Ohe teacher 
could then show the traditional English patterns o£ development for longer 
papers—classiilcation, process, examples, cooparison/ contrast, cause/ 
effect, etc. (%e individual paragraph pattern within these patterns of 
developtaent Is general to specific^) 

The eophasis must be on writing in an organizational mo4e which the 
audience vill understand, and KOX on any value Judgments about which cul- 
tural thought pattern is better or clearer or more effective* The stiident 
quickly recognizes reality: if he is writing for an American professor, he 
must orgaiiize his paragraph in a way that will communicate with that profes- 
sor. Vhat to a foreign student is artistic, elegant.^ or skillfully presented 
□ay be po us digressive or repetitive* But what to us is straightforward and 
to che point "may be to him offensively blunt or unadorned. The teacher's 
careful presentation can help make this adjustment to a new thought pat- 
tern £;moother. 

The conposition teacher upon first reading Paper I or Paper II might 
throw up his hands in horror and declare that working with either the 
papers or the students is impossible* But if that t'^acher knows that an 
international student has the same basic problem^ .is a native speaker of 
English, he at least has a fatoiliar starting place. Tor what is basic 
to any student of English composition, foreign or native > is the same: 
the sentence and the paragraph. 
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